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11Ningun Ser 
es llegal" 
By Vernon Johnson 
In the living room of a house in Des Moines, the walls are an 
off-white color with a few cracks near the top, spidering down in 
all directions. The air is damp and musty. In the corner sits a green 
couch covered with itchy material and little pieces of balled-up 
fabric. The springs in the couch give like a pair of bad shocks on 
a station wagon. 
Directly across from the couch, "Wheel of Fortune" is on a 
big-screen television. People are smiling and winning prizes. Three 
different contestants from three different locations spin the wheel 
for large amounts of American money. 
Juan enters the room wearing a red, white and blue Olympic 
basketball jersey. He has on white pants and white tennis shoes. 
He is walking from his neighbor's house. 
"I no wanna go back," Juan says. This is the first sentence 
he utters. 
"If I go back I will be persecuted. They killed my brother." 
Juan says he believes the military in El Salvador is to blame for 
the death of his brother. In 1992, to escape the misery of living 
in his country, Juan says he paid $2,500 to illegally enter the 
United States. If he has to go back, the ante will be $3,600 to 
return, he says. 
The route Juan took to come to the states was through Gua-
temala, Mexico and into California. 
Upon his arrival in California, Juan found himself alone, 
without any money and nowhere to sleep. 
He makes a hammering gesture and says, "I got a job working 
construction." 

"In California you pay for a 
green card and you have every-
thing illegal," he says. To Juan, 
"everything" means a green card, 
a driver license and birth 
certificate, each with a fake name 
and birthplace. 
"Of course I was afraid, but 
I tell myself I can't go back," he 
says. "If you lose a brother," his 
eyes focus and his fists clench, 
"you don't want to go back." 
Living in California was an 
experience that Juan will never 
forget. At one time he worked 
construction everyday for 
two months. 
"The boss just said, 'I know 
what you are, just work and you 
will get money everyday,"' he 
says. Juan says he received $40 a 
day to work from 7 a.m. to 6 p.m. 
In order to hide from the 
police, he would sleep wherever 
the construction site was and be 
ready for work the next day. 
Juan just wants to work for 
a living. He wants to be like 
every other worker in America. 
But he cannot. He must always 
look over his shoulder, fearful of 
law enforcement officials 
spotting him on the street or at 
his place of work. 
In Iowa, worksite arrests 
may account for nearly 63 
percent of "illegal immigrants 
apprehended this year," says 
Michael Went, department 
district director of Immigration 
and Naturalization Services in 
Omaha, NE. He says the INS 
"anticipated 800 total arrests for 
illegal immigrants in 1996." 
"There is only one reason 
why an alien will enter the 
U.S. and that is to get a job," 
Went says. 
For example, a meatpacking 
plant is "attractive to an alien" 
because an illegal immigrant can 
make $8 per hour in America 
versus $5 per day elsewhere, 
he says. 
"In the meatpacking indus-
try, you don't need language 
skills.You don't need any skills." 
Juan is working toward 
a high school diploma. He is 
taking classes and wants to 
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graduate at the same time as his 
girlfriend. He was hiding from 
law enforcement officials for fear 
of being deported until a recent 
change in the Immigration and 
Nationality Act during the latter 
part of the 1995 fiscal year. 
According to the act, illegal 
immigrants who are living in 
the United States without 
authorization, but who are 
eligible to acquire immigrant 
status, can apply directly with 
the INS. In the past, aliens had 
to leave the United States 
and apply through the U.S. 
Department of State at a U.S. 
consulate abroad. 
Juan applied last year, 
seeking asylum from El Salvador. 
Whether he will be allowed to 
be a documented worker is a 
subjective process, says Sandra 
Soto, immigrants rights project 
director for the American 
Friends Service Committee. 
"[Becoming legal] has more 
to do with the person you're 
dealing with in immigration than 
with immigrant law," she says. 
Coming from Naucalpan, 
Mexico, Soto understands what 
Juan and others must face when 
trying to gain legal status in the 
United States. The harassment 
does not stop when residency 
is obtained. 
Soto draws a comparison to 
the way many African-Americans 
have felt for years. 
"Many people think we're 
lazy, living on welfare and are 
criminals," she says. "The main 
reason we come to America 
is because we are fleeing 
persecution, but it doesn't 
end there." 
Soto's sister, who has legal 
status in the United States, 
has been stopped by the 
police while getting gas at a 
convenience store. 
"They asked her for her 
drivers license, her insurance 
and then papers to prove she 
was American. 
"If you're white and don't 
even have registration you will 
probably get a warning," Soto 
says, but she has heard many 
stories from Latina-Americans 
who have been detained by 
the police and asked for every-
thing from a license to several 
different types of identification 
to prove they were Americans. 
"I always thought Iowa was 
a nice place for everyone," she 
says. Looking at the numbers of 
immigrants admitted over the 
last two years in Iowa and in 
other states, she has reason to 
believe otherwise. 
Iowa admitted 2,260 immi-
grants into the state in 1995. 
But since 1993, the numbers 
have dropped--a decrease of 
about 360 immigrants. 
The United States as a 
whole is getting tougher with 
admitting immigrants. In Califor-
nia, the state with the highest 
number of immigrants admitted, 
there was a drop in immigration 
by more than 42,000 from 
1994-95, according to INS 
records. That is a population 
the size of several cities in Iowa. 
In 1994-95, a drop in 
admissions of immigrants from 
El Salvador occurred by as much 
as 33 percent. 
In order for Juan to gain 
asylum in the United States, he 
has to prove he would be in 
danger if he were sent back. 
"The U.S. has always been 
a beacon for someone leaving 
their country from persecution," 
Went says. It is viewed as a fair 
system. 
In the office of the 
American Friends Service 
Committee, a poster shows an 
image of the Statue of Liberty, 
with her beacon of light shoved 
defiantly in the air. Several pieces 
of barbed wire cut across her 
image and written in blood red 
at the top of the poster is: 
Ningun Ser Humano es !legal 
[No human being is illegal]. 
Juan is ready to be a legal 
citizen. He fears death from his 
country. His voice cracks a little. 
"In my country, the police 
can find you," he says. "People 
just get killed, killed and killed." 
"The government says, 
'Cool,' no more fight, but it's not 
true." Walking around his 
town is not safe. 
"They take your money. If 
you don't give them the money, 
they kill you over there ." 
Juan never smiles. He talks 
with his fingers interlaced. They 
are placed together like correct 
pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. 
The table where he sits can 
seat about I 0 people. Scratches 
and worn edges adorn the table. 
The dining room is outlined with 
pictures of a child's art projects 
and a few pictures of Jesus . 
Cracks in the wall lead down to 
a window frame . 
The backyard is clearly 
visible, though a faded curtain 
attempts to keep the peering 
rays of sunlight out. Another 
window faces the neighbor's 
house less than I 0 feet away; 
there is nothing to stop 
someone from looking into the 
dining room. 
Juan fidgets in his chair as 
the blare of a police siren 
goes by the house. He stops 
talking and listens until the 
siren fades away. 
"If I don't have a lawyer, I 
gotta go back;' he says. "When 
you go through (the INS system] 
and only you go, you don't come 
back. They send you back 
[outside of the U.S.]," he says. 
One of his friends had to go 
back because he did not have an 
attorney to help him, Juan says. 
Juan says he is looking for 
someone to represent him in 
front of the INS, but he can't 
afford to pay a lot of money. 
He does not trust the one 
place in Des Moines that was 
recommended by the INS where 
an undocumented immigrant can 
go for free service. "They [are] 
no good," he says. 
Of the attorneys at this 
place, only one was able to speak 
Spanish,Juan says. 
Juan's day in front of INS 
officials will arrive soon. He has 
been in the United States for 
more than three years ; he is 
21-years old. 
When Juan was in Califor-
nia, he spent his 18th birthday 
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without a family. This is the age 
when most people become an 
adult and have every legal right 
to vote and attempt to live their 
image of the American dream. 
The opportunity to become a 
U.S. citizen made Juan move away 
from his trouble in California and 
move to Iowa. 
From Iowa to California, he 
has signed phony names to 
documents to ensure he would 
not be arrested by law enforce-
ment officials. Juan says getting 
illegal green cards and social se-
curity cards was not a problem. 
"I have to work," he says. 
" If not, I get nothing, nothing, 
nothing." 
"I no wanna go back." 
"Give the people-the 
good people-a chance to stay," 
he says. "I not do anything." 
" If I'm bad, I'm bad; send 
me home." 
The neighborhood Juan lives 
in is around a busy part of Des 
Moines. Seen from the street, 
yards look as if patches of snow 
were on the ground. Ripped 
pieces of paper fill the lawns like 
fallen leaves. Trees sprout from 
the earth and reach over the 
street as if to shake hands with 
one another. The sight of 
colorful birds, rays of sunlight 
and children playing has been 
replaced by gunshots , police 
sirens and dilapidated houses. 
There are no white picket fences 
like the ones seen in magazines 
or on television shows. 
A dog with matted hair runs 
about in a small circle. Parts of 
the dog's rib cage are visible 
and its dog house is made of 
several thin pieces of wood 
nailed together. A large hole 
with splintering pieces of 
wood juts out where the dog 
is supposed to go inside for 
shelter. Its leash is a rust colored 
chain that looks as if it were 
meant to be wrapped around 
the ankle of a prisoner on a chain 
gang rather than the neck of a 
domesticated pet. 
This is the place where 
Juan says he wants to live with 
his girlfriend. 
"The only time you have 
had a chance to stay is if you get 
married ," he says. "I don't want 
to feel like I did it only for the 
green card." 
Juan becomes silent. The 
phone rings. 
He immediately looks 
toward the phone in the other 
room. No one is in the house. 
The other people that live here 
are on the porch or in the front 
yard. He could have easily an-
swered the phone. After the 
third ring, someone enters the 
room and picks up the receiver. 
His eyes follow the person 
on the phone. He is only aware 
of the person he sees. He's 
thinking about what is being said 
on the other end of the phone. 
There has been a suggestion 
that the call was for him, but he 
continues to listen until the 
conversation is over. 
Juan looks down and shakes 
his head. 
"I know they probably know 
I'm working, even though I tell 
them I don't work," he says. "I 
gave them an illegal green card 
just to work." 
"I have to pay my hospital 
bills if something goes wrong," 
he says. 
Juan will just sit and wait 
until his hearing in Omaha. For 
the time being, he says, he will 
search for an attorney and 
continue working until it is his 
time to find out if America will 
be his legal home. 
He looks off to a corner in 
the room.The television is silent. 
No more spinning wheels . 
No more blond-haired, blue-
eyed Vanna White smiling for 
America. Just the sound of cars 
driving by playing music that 
rattles the windows and an 
occasional siren. 
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